ABSTRACT
are charged with disseminating health information across diverse audiences, including academic researchers, federal, state, and local health department employees, and community health advocates. 2 As such, there is a need to identify the most effective communication methods, including electronic media (e-media) outlets, and continue to monitor these options to ensure that they remain appealing and relevant to target audiences.
While some e-media outlets such as Web sites, enewsletters, webinars, and listservs have been widely used for research and practice, in recent years, there has been a rapid proliferation of new emedia communication outlets, including social media platforms. Social media includes platforms such as Facebook (www.facebook.com), Twitter (www. twitter.com), and Instagram (www.instagram.com), as well as more professionally and academically focused platforms such as LinkedIn (www.linkedin. com), ResearchGate (www.researchgate.com), and Academia.edu (www.academia.edu). National polls show that 71% of online adults in the US use Facebook, 23% use Twitter, 26% use Instagram, and 28% use LinkedIn. 3 This high engagement with social media has opened dialogs in many fields about the utility of social media for dissemination of information, including analyses of the impact of using these platforms to reach a larger and potentially more diverse audience than is possible through other media outlets. 4 The CDC, for example, has more than 625 000 followers on its main Twitter account (@CDCgov) page (https://twitter.com/CDCgov) and regularly tweets information about health conditions, disease outbreaks, and new reports/guidelines. However, a recent study analyzed the followers of public health Twitter accounts and found that they were more likely to be organizations than individuals, making it difficult to assess the impact of organizational Twitter accounts for professional information exchange. 5 Drawbacks may exist in adopting social media as an addition to or replacement for other e-media offerings such as electronic newsletters (e-newsletters), e-mail listservs, and webinars. First, there are minimal empirical data about the audience of social media accounts for specific research and practice purposes. 6 Second, little is known about health researchers' and practitioners' preferences for e-media sources of information, and match between preferences and content delivered is important in establishing an effective social media presence. 6 Third, creating and maintaining an effective social media presence requires considerable knowledge 7 and investments in time and monetary costs that must be justified.
The purpose of the present study was to better understand physical activity researchers' and practitioners' preferences for seeking and disseminating information about public health and physical activity through e-media. Using a Web-based survey, a sample of physical activity researchers and practitioners were queried about how they typically receive, seek out, and share information about physical activity and health, what channels appeal to them for professional purposes, and their preferences for accessing this type of information. The survey was undertaken to assist with the University of South Carolina (USC) PRC's decision about whether to expand the Center's e-media offerings and specifically whether the Center should consider various social media options. These results may help inform other public health organizations considering changes to their communication plans.
Methods

Procedures
The Web-based survey was administered via SurveyGizmo (http://www.surveygizmo.com/), a secure online survey engine, and was open for responses from August 20, 2015, through January 5, 2016. Survey participation was voluntary and anonymous. The survey was advertised through multiple channels targeting physical activity researchers and practitioners, including announcements on professional listservs and in e-newsletters (including the USC PRC's quarterly newsletter and physical activity listserv), and posts on the Facebook pages of public health organizations. A link to the survey was also tweeted out (7 tweets) from the personal account of the USC PRC graduate research assistant, including 8 direct tags to physical activity organizations; many tweets were retweeted (n = 9), extending their reach. The study was approved by the Institutional Review Board at USC.
Survey composition
The survey queried physical activity researchers and practitioners about how they typically receive, seek out, and share information about physical activity and health, what channels appeal to them for professional use, and what their preferences are for accessing this type of information.
(for US respondents) of residence. To better understand any differences in e-media use and preferences by professional sector, respondents' employment was dichotomized as researcher or practitioner. Individuals who indicated multiple sectors of employment that included at least 1 academic affiliation (n = 19) were coded as researchers.
Use of social media
Social media platforms considered in the survey included Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn, ResearchGate, and Academia.edu. Respondents indicated if they had accounts for the social media platforms, if they used the platforms to receive, seek out, and share information about physical activity and health, and if the platforms appealed to them for professional use. Social media users were defined as respondents who reported that they use at least 1 of the following general social media platforms and that at least 1 of them was appealing for professional use: Facebook, Twitter, Instagram.
Use of other e-media
Other e-media sources were operationalized as enewsletters, Web sites of professional organizations/groups, blog posts from organizations/groups, listservs, podcasts, webinars, and text messages. Respondents indicated if they use each source to receive, seek out, and share information about physical activity and health, and if the source appeals to them for professional use.
Preferences for e-media
A single-item question, which included all social and other e-media sources, asked respondents to rank their top 3 preferred types of e-media for future use to receive, seek out, and share professional information and resources. Responses were weighted to show overall preference for e-media types, such that channels ranked first were assigned 3 points, second were assigned 2 points, and third were assigned 1 point. An average ranking was then calculated for each emedia type for each response group (ie, total sample, researchers, practitioners, social media users, social media nonusers).
Statistical analyses
Participants with complete responses for all survey items were retained in the analytic sample. Analyses were conducted for the full sample and for 2 subsample comparisons: researchers versus practitioners and social media users versus social media nonusers.
Student t tests and χ
2 tests were used to determine whether differences existed between the subsample pairs. Further analyses examined demographic predictors of use and preference of different e-media types. Student t tests and 2-way analysis of variance models with Tukey comparisons were used to determine whether differences existed between demographic subgroups. Some subgroups were collapsed because of small sample sizes (eg, race analyzed as white vs nonwhite). All analyses were conducted in SAS version 9.4 (SAS Institute, Cary, North Carolina), and findings at P < .05 were considered significant.
Results
Descriptive characteristics of survey respondents
A total of 388 people began the survey; 284 (73.2%) had complete data and were included in the final sample. Of the respondents who were excluded, most (n = 87) answered only a few descriptive questions (eg, employment sector) and did not provide any further responses; the remaining 17 did not provide full demographic information. Respondents were 30 to 39 years of age (28.5%), female (77.5%), living in the United States (91.9%), and white (85.6%). More than half had a doctoral degree (53.5%) and the majority were employed in academics (66.9%). For full demographic comparisons between researchers (66.9% of total sample) and practitioners (33.1%) as well as between social media users (65.1% of total sample) and social media nonusers (34.9%), see Supplemental Digital Content Table 1 , available at http:// links.lww.com/JPHMP/A371.
Use of e-media source to receive, seek out, and share physical activity information Overall, as shown in the Table, the most widely reported e-media sources for receiving, seeking out, and sharing physical activity information were Web sites (93.7%), e-newsletters (89.8%), and webinars (82.0%). Both researchers and practitioners selected the same top 4 e-media sources to receive, seek out, and share physical activity information: Web sites, e-newsletters, webinars, and listservs. However, a smaller percentage of researchers than practitioners endorsed e-newsletters, webinars, blog posts, text messages, Facebook, and LinkedIn. In contrast, researchers were more likely than practitioners to turn to ResearchGate for physical activity information exchange. Social media users and social media nonusers selected the same top 4 e-media sources to receive, seek out, and share physical activity information: Web sites, e-newsletters, webinars, and listservs (see the Table) . However, a larger percentage of social media users than social media nonusers reported using blog posts, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. Examining the overall relationship between age group and use of e-media sources for receiving, seeking out, and sharing physical activity information by demographic subgroups, 93.0% of 20-to 29-yearolds reported using social media, which was significantly more than that reported by 40-to 49-year-olds (60.0%) and those older than 60 years (38.2%), and 30-to 39-year-olds used social media (74.1%) significantly more than those older than 60 years (F 4,279 = 9.95; P < .001). Examining specific e-media sources, 69.1% of 30-to 39-year-olds used Facebook, significantly more than 50-to 59-year-olds (40.7%) or those older than 60 years (35%, F 4,279 = 4.37; P = .002), while 20-to 29-year-olds used Instagram (33.3%) significantly more than other groups (16.0% of 30-to 39-year-olds, 7.7% of 40-to 49-year-olds, 3.3% of 50-to 59-year-olds, 2.9% of those older than 60 years; F 4,279 = 7.37; P < .001). Alternately, 62.2% of 20-to 29-year-olds used webinars, which was significantly less than all other groups (85.1% of 30-to 39-year olds, 87.7% of 40-to 49-year-olds, 83.1% of 50-to 59-year-olds, 88.2% of those older than 60 years; F 4,279 = 3.86; P = .005). Examining by gender, there were significantly more women who used Instagram than men (14.6% vs 6.3%, P = .03) but more men who used ResearchGate than women (50.0% vs 25.9%, P < .001). Examining by race, there were more white respondents than nonwhite respondents who used listservs (74.7% vs 51.4%, P = .004) and podcasts (44.6% vs 20.0%, P = .006).
Appeal of e-media sources for professional purposes
Overall, as shown in the Table, the sources selected as most appealing for professional purposes were Web sites, e-newsletters, and webinars. Both researchers and practitioners endorsed the same top 4 e-media sources for professional purposes: Web sites, e-newsletters, webinars, and listservs. A smaller percentage of researchers than practitioners endorsed enewsletters, webinars, Facebook, and Instagram. On the contrary, a larger percentage of researchers than practitioners found ResearchGate appealing. Both social media users and social media nonusers selected the same top 4 e-media sources as appealing for professional purposes: Web sites, e-newsletters, webinars, and listservs. A larger percentage of social media users than social media nonusers endorsed blog posts, Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, and LinkedIn.
Examining by demographic subgroup, there was 1 significant difference by age group where significantly more 20-to 29-year-olds (48.9%) than those older than 60 years (11.8%) stated that Twitter has professional appeal to them (F 4,279 = 3.31; P = .01). Examining by gender, significantly more women (78.2%) than men (65.6%) stated that listservs appeal to them (P = .04). Examining by race, significantly more white than nonwhite respondents stated that webinars (89.6% vs 71.4%, P = .03) and listservs (77.9% vs 57.1%, P = .01) appeal to them.
Preferences for e-media sources for seeking out and receiving professional information
When asked to rank their top 3 e-media sources for seeking out and receiving professional information, the top selections were Web sites and e-newsletters for the overall sample, with webinars and listservs tied for third (see Supplemental Digital Content Table 2 , available at http://links.lww.com/JPHMP/A372). Average rankings for all e-media sources ranged from 0.0 to 1.9. Researchers and practitioners did not differ in their top 2 rankings (Web sites, e-newsletters). Beyond that, researchers ranked webinars significantly lower than did practitioners, whereas researchers ranked ResearchGate and text messages higher than did practitioners. Social media users and social media nonusers did not differ in their top 3 rankings (Web sites, e-newsletters, webinars). Social media users ranked listservs and text messages significantly lower than did social media nonusers; in contrast, social media users ranked Facebook and Twitter higher than social media nonusers.
Examining by demographic subgroup, there were 3 significant differences by age group in terms of rank of 3 e-media sources for seeking out and receiving professional information. Respondents older than 60 years ranked Academia.edu significantly higher than all other age groups (F 4,279 = 3.23; P = .01), while 30-to 39-year-olds ranked Facebook higher than 40-to 49-year-olds and 50-to 59-year-olds (F 4,279 = 3.37; P = .01), and those older than 60 years ranked Web sites higher than 30-to 39-year-olds (F 4,279 = 2.70; P = .03). Examining by gender, females ranked Facebook (P = .02) and podcasts (P = .01) significantly higher than males. Examining by race, white respondents ranked text messages significantly higher than nonwhite respondents (P = .03).
E-media reach for social media users
To better understand whether social media users would be reached by other e-media sources alone (eg, to estimate who might be missed if social media were not used), we explored the top 3 preferred e-media sources for seeking out and receiving professional information among this group. Overall, 41.2% (data not shown) of respondents ranked any social media in their top 3 preferred channels for seeking information, but only 0.5% (n = 1; data not shown) of respondents ranked only social media channels as preferred.
Discussion
This article explored the preferences of physical activity researchers and practitioners for seeking and disseminating information about public health and physical activity through e-media. The results show some consistency between the most used e-media channels and those preferred for professional use in the sample overall, as well as within subgroups based on professional affiliation, social media usage, and demographic characteristics. Of note, Web sites, e-newsletters, and webinars were among the 3 most endorsed e-media sources for seeking information, for professional use, and for rank-ordered preference in the sample overall, and remained the top-ranked preferences when examining subgroups such as researchers, practitioners, and social media users versus nonusers.
In comparing researchers and practitioners, the survey suggests that researchers had a narrower range of highly endorsed e-media channels that they preferred than did practitioners, who used a range of outlets. This could be a reflection of the diversity of occupations represented in the practitioner subgroup but might also be a reflection of the somewhat traditional approach to communication and e-media taken by researchers in general; previous investigation has found that few students and professors use social media for academic practice. [8] [9] [10] A secondary aim of the present study was to examine the e-media channel preferences of people who could be considered as social media users to determine whether they would be reached if social media were not utilized and communication remained delivered via largely other e-media channels. Social media users had the same preferred channels as did social media nonusers. Furthermore, only about one-quarter of respondents ranked social media channels among their top 3 preferred methods for seeking information and only 1% offered only social media options as their preferred channels. This suggests that the needs and preferences of most respondents would be met by other e-media channels for professional information, although a mix of social media and non-social media channels could also be effective. These results are reinforced by recent research from Australia that found that only one-quarter of the health professionals surveyed used Twitter for professional information exchange and only 15% used it for dissemination of research findings. Examining the results by demographic subgroup, a few notable differences in preference and ranking of e-media sources emerged. First, the majority of differences by age group emerged when examining use of e-media sources for receiving, seeking out, and sharing physical activity information, where younger age groups tended to report more use of social media and less use of webinars. Overall, there were few significant differences in preference and ranking of e-media sources by gender and race. This suggests that for the purposes of professional use of e-media sources, professional sector (research vs practice) and overall use of social media might be more salient ways to investigate use of e-media than other subgroup characteristics (age, gender, race).
While the results of the present study indicate that social media were generally not a preferred channel for the target audience, preferences may differ for other research and practice organizations. Therefore, if organizations are considering the adoption of social media channels, they may want to consider conducting a needs and preferences assessment of their target audiences prior to the launch of their communications as we did and as others have advised. 6 Furthermore,
Implications for Policy & Practice
■ Survey results demonstrated that most respondents preferred non-social media channels for professional information, such as Web sites, e-newsletters, webinars, and listservs, and these preferences did not differ widely when examining subgroups such as researchers versus practitioners, or social media users versus nonusers.
■ Future research may explore the evolution of e-media preferences as social media channels continue to change and may include a more extensive sample of respondents from practice-oriented positions to better understand diversity within meaningful subgroups of practitioners.
■ Overall, study findings support growing evidence that careful surveying and segmenting of a target audience should be undertaken when considering new communication channels, as preference and use may not support the effort required to create and maintain resource-intensive strategies such as social media.
organizations may consider a plan to assess key performance indicators as outlined by Neiger and colleagues, 7 including insights (feedback on consumer attitudes/perspectives), exposure (frequency of viewing content), reach (number of people who contact the content), and engagement (number of people who interact with the content) if they develop social media outlets.
One of the aims of the present research was to inform the USC PRC's decision about whether to expand the Center's e-media offerings, and specifically if the Center should add social media channels. Based on the results of the present study, the Center's communication and dissemination workgroup chose to maintain the existing e-media communication channels (eg, listserv, e-newsletter, Web site) and add to the current efforts in areas that were endorsed by respondents, such as further promotion of webinars. At present, the Center does not have plans to add social media to its e-media strategies but will continue to monitor the demand for such offerings among research and practice constituencies.
This study has limitations. First, the conclusions of the survey may be specific to the physical activity and public health audience that the survey targeted and may not be generalizable to other groups. As suggested previously, other types of organizations may consider conducting their own needs assessment to determine the best channels to reach their target audience. Second, the sample was biased toward inclusion of doctoral-level academic researchers and may not have fully captured the diverse perspectives of respondents in various practice positions. Despite these limitations, the present study is based on a relatively large number of responses and represented fair diversity of occupation and other demographic characteristics within the participants.
